Abstract: In the seventh and eighth centuries, missionaries from Anglo-Saxon England travelled to the continent with the aim of spreading the gospel among its Germanic peoples. This movement has been seen as a response to a sense of collective vocation tied to the belief that the English were God's chosen people. This article combs sources associated with the circles of the missionaries Willibrord (d. 739) and Boniface (d. 754) for evidence of such a belief. It breaks down the concept of ethnic election with a missionary purpose into its separate components to be analysed in turn. In the first section, it is argued that Anglo-Saxon missionaries saw themselves as belonging to the Angli, a people united by faith, homeland, and bonds of kinship. The second section presents evidence that the missionaries viewed their own people and its church as specially favoured by God; this favour was tied to the maintenance high standards of belief and practice. The final section considers whether this sense of election acted as a motivator for Anglo-Saxon missionary efforts. It concludes that, despite subsequent claims to the contrary by their contemporaries and successors, the missionaries themselves did not specifically connect the special status of their people with the purpose of evangelism.
Introduction
Late in the eighth century, , scholar, poet and educator at Charlemagne's courts, wrote a poem extolling the virtues of his native Northumbria. Although his interest was primarily local, at one point his focus expands to the English people more generally, and their role in the conversion of the peoples of the continent:
This race of ours, mother of famous men, did not keep her children for herself, (…) but sent many of them afar across the seas, bearing the seeds of life to other peoples. 1 The following verses outline the efforts of missionaries to Frisia and Saxony in the late seventh and early eighth centuries. Alcuin's words suggest that the missions were something of a national project, a suggestion that is echoed in the work of modern scholars who view the work of Anglo-Saxon missionaries as the extension of a widely shared English preoccupation with continental mission, which was seen as »a national undertaking of the whole English people.« 2 More specifically, the missionaries' decision to engage in the work of evangelism has sometimes been understood as being based on their belief that the Anglo-Saxons had been divinely chosen and called to advance the gospel to the ends of the earth.
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The argument for this position does not usually begin with the missionaries themselves, but with the Northumbrian monk and prolific author . Reading his Ecclesiastical History of the English People as a historiographical exploration of what it means to be the English people of God, many scholars conclude that he believed the English people had been divinely chosen and called. 4 That missionary activity was essential to this national identity as a chosen people, is supported by two lines of reasoning. First, Bede contrasts the English with the Britons, who had in the past been the recipients of special divine favour, but had lost that favour -and with it their control of Britain -because of their wickedness. 5 Bede a chosen people at all. 12 Challenges such as these have shaken the Bedan foundations under the idea that the English missions of the seventh and eighth centuries were the result of an Anglo-Saxon myth of ethnic election. This article seeks to open up a new angle on the questions whether the Anglo-Saxons considered themselves God's elect, and whether such a belief can have contributed to their missionary drive, by setting Bede aside and focusing on the missionaries themselves. It concentrates on the circles of Willibrord (658-739) and . Willibrord was a Northumbrian, educated at York and in Ireland, who set out to missionize the pagans of Frisia in the 690s; Boniface, born Winfrith, a West-Saxon who first worked alongside and later headed his own missionary efforts in Hesse and Thuringia, in addition to acting, from 738, as papal legate to the Frankish church. I argue that, on the one hand, these missionaries viewed the English people, united by their common descent, homeland, and faith, as divinely favoured in a special way, and therefore called to uphold high standards of belief and practice. On the other hand, however, that favour is not unequivocally claimed as exclusive to the English, nor is it explicitly connected to the missionaries' work of conversion.
Anthony Smith has described a myth of ethnic election as a widely shared belief that a people is chosen and set apart to stand in special relation to God and to fulfil a special role in providential history. His work identifies two models of ethnic election, the covenantal and the missionary, though the latter model presupposes and extends the former. 13 Chosen peoples are marked by the receipt of a divine promise, a calling to live by a sacred law and collectively uphold a high standard of truth and morality, and, in the case of the missionary type, to transform the world around them according to God's will. If they fulfil their calling, they are rewarded with divine favour; if they fail to do so, they are punished by the withdrawal of that favour. 14 While unmistakable claims to be a chosen people in the sense described by Smith were made by several nations in the modern era, attempts to trace the roots of these claims back to the Middle Ages are fraught with difficulty. Focusing on the Franks, Mary Garrison has problematized and historicized early medieval notions of ethnic election, showing that Frankish claims to be a new chosen people were the product of contested and protracted developments. 15 Ethnic election as a concept is difficult to trace in part because it is tangled up with broader notions of the church as a whole as the elect people, a theme that finds its origins in the New Testament and reverberates through the centuries that follow.
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Because the idea of a chosen missionary people is inherently multilayered, and did not spring into being fully formed and unchallenged, we should not be surprised to find a lack of explicit and coherent articulations of the belief that the English were chosen by God for the purpose of missionizing other peoples. Nor, however, can we conclude from this that the Anglo-Saxons had no sense of being chosen and called to mission. This article deconstructs 12 the idea of a chosen missionary people to examine each layer in turn. It first discusses the criteria Anglo-Saxon missionaries used to define ethnic groups, particularly their own. Then follows a survey of evidence that the missionaries believed their own people to be specially chosen or favoured by God. Only then is the question addressed whether being the recipient of divine favour also included an element of missionary purpose.
People
The nature of early medieval ethnicity has been the subject of considerable debate. 17 It is clear from a historical perspective that ethnic groups are not stable entities moving through history, but they form, change, and disappear over time as individuals accept, rewrite, or reject narratives that connect them to others. 18 But although ethnic groups are constructed, they are built on a foundation of perceived commonalities -some of which were believed to be inborn. 19 Scholars have proposed several features that may have acted as ethnic markers and so contributed to the formation of ethnic groups in the early middle ages, including language, custom, religion, homeland, and (supposed) ancestry. 20 Which of these features did the Anglo-Saxon missionaries consider salient? With whom could they imagine themselves a community? This article cannot treat these questions exhaustively, but it is necessary to give them some consideration, since whether Willibrord, Boniface, and others like them considered themselves as representatives of a chosen missionary people will depend in large part on who they saw as ›their people‹, and why. I argue that they identified themselves with the Angli, a people united by faith, ancestry, and homeland. As noted above, early Christian writers had sometimes framed Christianity itself as an ethnicity. Something of that tradition is reflected in the way our missionary sources construct the binary Christian-pagan. ›The pagans‹ form their own catch-all category for all non-Christian peoples in more than one list of ethnic groups in Boniface's letters. 21 The idea of a collective that might be termed ›the Christian people‹, however, is never fully articulated, despite hints at a unity that binds all Christians together. In one of the (pseudo-)Bonifatian sermons we find that the community of faith transcends earthly boundaries and makes all Christians ›neighbours‹ and ›brothers‹-perhaps implying that geography and earthly descent cannot function as boundary markers between peoples within the universal church. 28 The English people is thus presented as a collective into which one is born, and to which one belongs on account of one's lineage. Lastly, the missionaries' self-identifications frequently make reference to their homeland, and the keen sense of separation from it which they experienced. Willibrord's autobiographical note in the Echternach Calendar begins by recording that he »came from beyond the sea« (veniebat ultra mare). 29 Boniface calls himself an »exile in Germany« (exul Germanicus), and paints his mission as a long voyage or pilgrimage on which his companions are fellow-pilgrims. 30 One of his favourite images for his mission is that of a ship drifting on the ocean:
I urge you to implore for me our merciful God, who is the author of our wanderings, that He will hold our frail vessel in His guiding and protecting hand, preserve it from the waves of German tempests, and bring it safely to the peaceful shore of the heavenly Jerusalem. The expanse of sea separating Boniface from his homeland is likewise a recurring theme in his correspondence. Both he and his friends in Britain were acutely aware of the voyage over land and water needed to enable communication between them. Abbess Eangyth and her daughter Heaburg write that Boniface is divided from them by »a wide expanse of sea and land« (longo intervallo terre marisque). 32 The contrast between those who remain in their »native land« (patrius) and those who have left their »native shores« (patria litora) on pilgrimage runs throughout the letter. By characterizing themselves as exiles and pilgrims, the missionaries tacitly posit their continuing connection to the homeland from which they are separated, and to its inhabitants. 33 That homeland is primarily defined by the sea that surrounds it, so that the whole of Britain, rather than any specific kingdom or province within it, is in view. Summing up, for the Anglo-Saxon missionaries, perceptions of who together formed a people were shaped by religion, genealogy, and geography. Theirs, correspondingly, was a Christian, Germanic, Britain-dwelling people -a people ever more frequently called by the name Angli, which had once belonged to a smaller collective but now was applied more broadly. Although Boniface is a ›Saxon‹ according to Bede's threefold division of the AngloSaxon peoples into Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, he does not hesitate to describe himself as belonging to the gens Anglorum, nor does he acknowledge any ethnic boundaries between himself and his correspondents of ›Anglian‹ or ›Jutish‹ stock. The ethnonym Saxones underwent a similar broadening, but became the less popular choice for designating this ›English‹ collective, quite possibly because of a desire to emphasize the difference between the AngloSaxons and the pagan Germanic peoples of the continent.
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Chosen people: objects of divine favour Sources connected with the Anglo-Saxon missions to the continent make no explicit claims that the Angli are a ›new Israel‹ or chosen people. Nevertheless, there is some evidence that Anglo-Saxon missionaries viewed their own people and especially the English church as enjoying a special status. Some of the clearest indications are found in a letter from Boniface to King AEthelbald of Mercia. The letter was composed towards the end of the 740s, and signed by seven bishops besides Boniface himself. It was carried to Britain with accompanying letters to Archbishop Ecgbert of York, who was asked to emend the letter, and to the local priest Herefrid, who was asked to read and explain it to the king. 35 The effort Boniface put into the composition and transmission of this letter was not without reason: the letter's purpose was to reprimand the king for his (sexual and political) sins. whole race will become debased and finally will be neither strong in war nor steadfast in faith, neither honored among men nor pleasing in the sight of God. So it has been with the peoples of Spain and Provence and Burgundy. They turned thus away from God and lived in harlotry until the Almighty Judge let the penalties for such crimes fall upon them through ignorance of the law of God and the coming of the Saracens.«
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At first glance, this passage suggests that the English are on equal footing with the other Christian peoples of Europe, indeed it is implied that at the moment they compare rather unfavourably with the Franks and Italians where moral rectitude is concerned. However, the doom which Boniface saw hanging over the English was a loss of the status which, so the threat implied, they currently still possessed. They had until then been, and, if AEthelbald repented, would continue to be, »strong in war« and »steadfast in faith«, »honoured among men« and »pleasing in the sight of God«. National honour and national shame are flip sides of the same coin. 37 The moral standards and reputation of the English are addressed in a number of other letters also: the moral standing of the Angli is a theme in a letter to Archbis- Personal connections provide another piece of evidence to suggest a sense that the Angli were a specially favoured people. Unlike Irish missionary pilgrims, English missionaries did not sever all ties with their past life, but remained embedded in their social networks, keeping open the possibility of return, and using their connections to secure moral and practical support.
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They frequently invited others from England to participate in the mission or take on leadership roles in newly established dioceses and monasteries, favouring their compatriots over locally trained religious. Willibrord himself came to the continent at the suggestion of another English missionary, Ecgbert (639-739), who had already been attempting to coordinate a Frisian mission for some time. 45 Clerics from Willibrord's circle, upon choosing Swithberht for their bishop, sent him to England for ordination -a decision that has yet to be satisfactorily explained, but says something of the close links maintained between the missionaries and the Anglo-Saxon church. 46 53 The tendency to favour Anglo-Saxons for positions of influence expresses a subtle sense of superiority, and a greater trust in the orthodoxy and capability of English missionaries than in those of local leaders. We must at this point address an alternative explanation for the missionaries' preference for English company: that they were drawing on their family networks. This is the interpretation put forward by Ian Wood, who argues that the two waves of missionaries, centred on Willibrord and Boniface respectively, correspond with two kin groups. He sees the missions not as a national but as a familial enterprise. 54 While it is true that some members of the missionary circles were related to one another -we know for instance that Leoba was related to Boniface, and so were Willibald, Wynnebald, and Hygeburg, who were involved in the missions in the mid to late eighth century -it is equally clear that some of those who became fellow missionaries were initially strangers to one another. 55 Several letters in the Bonifatian correspondence testify to the connections forged between unrelated individuals in the course of the missions. 56 Boniface and Willibrord, though they worked together closely for several years, were not related to one another and had spent their formative years in different parts of Britain. The ongoing recruitment of English missionaries must therefore point to a sense of commonality that encompassed not just the kin group, but the Angli at large. This impression is strengthened by the fact that Anglo-Saxon missionaries showed a marked preference for English customs as well as for English individuals. Peter Brown characterized Boniface as one who »brought from the ›micro-Christendom‹ of Saxon Britain a blueprint of ›correct‹ Christianity which he was quite prepared to impose on the ancient Christianity of Continental Europe.« 57 Many (though not all) of the abuses he found in the Frankish church could perhaps be better described as local traditions that were at odds with his own. 58 It is telling that several of the opponents Boniface considered heretics of the worst sort could count on considerable support from their own churches. As an example we might consider the Irishmen Clemens and Virgil whose ideas, insofar as we are able to reconstruct them, seem to be in line with broader tendencies and concerns in the Irish church, and to some degree had gained currency among the Franks. 59 The Frankish bishop Adalbert, whom
Boniface condemned, had gained a significant following among the people of Francia, who viewed him as »a most holy apostle… a patron and intercessor, a doer of righteousness and worker of miracles.« 60 Cases such as these reveal the extent to which Boniface's sense of ›correct‹ conduct and doctrine was the product of his English background. Although Willibrord seems to have been more comfortable than Boniface fusing together elements from Anglo-Saxon, Irish and Frankish traditions, he, too, unconsciously favoured the ways of the church in which he was brought up. 61 Bede informs us, based on an eye-witness report by Acca of Hexham (d. 740) , that Willibrord had relics of King Oswald of Northumbria (634-642) with him in Frisia, and was able to report miracles that took place in connection with them. 62 Willibrord's calendar lists over a hundred saints, but local Frankish saints make up only a small minority while there is a strong presence of insular saints. 63 The loyalty of Anglo-Saxon missionaries to English customs is revealed by the impact of English customs on the shape of Christian practice in the areas where Anglo-Saxon missionaries worked -for instance, in the adoption of private penance on the continent, and in Frankish liturgy. 64 Not only specific English practices and beliefs were exported by the Anglo-Saxon missionaries, but also the general structure of the English church. That structure encompassed a geographic organization in which churches were spread regularly across the landscape, and an episcopal government under archbishops who oversaw the church of a whole gens, themselves appointed by and accountable to the pope. 65 Joanna Story has argued that the presence in Willibrord's calendar of two letters from Pope Honorius (625-638) regarding the establishment of the archiepiscopal see of York indicates that Willibrord may have wanted to shape his own archbishopric of Frisia after the pattern of that of Northumbria. 66 Boniface inspired by the example of the English church, made much of the need for regular synods, and the Frankish synods conducted under his leadership »no doubt employed the English [...] procedures to which he was already accustomed.« 67 The continental churches, both new and old, were thus to be organized according to the model provided by the English church. The Anglo-Saxon missionaries' maintenance of strong links to their homeland and their loyalty to its customs indicate that they felt the English people to be somehow special, exemplary. Though they presented themselves as upholding universal standards of orthodoxy, it was in fact the English church that most often set the norm, whether for doctrine, liturgy, pastoral care, or ecclesial organization. 68 The Angli are thus treated as heirs and present guardians of the truest Christian tradition. This sense of the special position of the Angli remained largely unarticulated. We might account for this by recalling the dependence of the missionaries' work on the goodwill of Frankish rulers. 69 In this context, claims to be representatives of a chosen people set apart from and above the other Christian peoples of Europe could only have served to alienate those upon whom their work relied. It is hardly surprising that the clearest suggestions that the Angli are the recipients of special divine favour are made in a context where the audience is likely to find such notions appealing: in communications to the leaders of the English people and church. The promise of divine favour and the fear of divine retribution are expertly wielded to exhort AEthelbald to repent. Yet the favour bestowed upon the Angli is not strictly exclusive to them, nor is it unconditional: the Mercian monarch is warned by the fates of other kings and nations who had once enjoyed God's favour but lost it when they spurned his law. The Angli may be specially favoured, but the favour comes with and is contingent upon the requirement that they uphold high standards of orthodoxy and morality.
Purposed election: chosen for mission?
If there are indications that Anglo-Saxon missionaries felt the English people and church to hold a special and favoured position before God because they had received and upheld the tradition of apostolic orthodoxy, did such a position bring with it an obligation to engage in missionary work? This notion does not feature as a rationale for the missionaries themselves in the sources produced by the circles of Willibrord and Boniface. In the Bonifatian correspondence, the closest we come to the articulation of a sense that the missions were an answer to a collective calling is in a letter Christianity to the Anglo-Saxons, and taking these three as the special patrons of the Anglo-Saxons, Cuthbert made the spreading of the gospel as central to Anglo-Saxon Christian identity as receiving it, and suggested that Boniface's efforts were not only to his own credit, but also reflected well upon his compatriots, of whom he was claimed to be a representative -first on earth, and now in heaven. We hear a similar note of national pride in Alcuin's excursus on the English missions in his poem on York which was cited at the beginning of this article, and we can assume he expected his audience, the »young men of York« (Euboricae… iuventus), to share the sentiment. 71 This suggests that at least some of the missionaries' contemporaries and successors saw their work as part of a larger narrative. However, what evidence we have for the motivations of the missionaries themselves suggests that they understood their work as a response to a general Christian calling, rather than a specific calling of the Angli, to missions. Boniface must have been aware, as was Cuthbert, of similarities between himself and the missionary Augustine. That much can be inferred from his interest in Gregory's Libellus, which offered practical advice to the Roman missionaries in Kent at the turn of the seventh century. 72 As noted above, Nicholas Howe has argued that Boniface actively sought to pattern his own mission after that of Augustine, and, by going from island to continent just as Augustine had gone from continent to island, presented himself and his work as the completion of Augustine's mission. have modeled himself after the first apostles by setting out in a group of twelve, and the sole scrap of writing from his own pen says of his motivation only that he undertook his missionary work »in the name of God« (in nomine Dei). 78 The key themes that emerge from the missionaries' own accounts of their work are thus the mission of the church as a whole, and their own personal spiritual formation. Boniface's famed letter to »all Catholics of the English race« (omnibus catholicis … de stirpe et prosapia Anglorum) does indicate that he believed mission ought to have been a widely shared concern among his compatriots.
79 His appeal to the Angli as an ethnic community is, however, not primarily intended to inspire a general missionary zeal, but specifically to garner support for his project of converting the Saxons with whom the addressees are so movingly described as sharing »blood and bone« (De uno sanguine et de uno osse sumus). 80 The appeal to this shared origin features in other letters, too. Clay has demonstrated that Boniface used the adjective ›germanicus‹ in his correspondence to evoke »powerful connotations that resonated especially with readers who located the primeval origins of their own gens in Germania itself.« 81 The emphasis on the conversion of the continental peoples to whom they felt ethnically closest, suggests that these pagan peoples may have been considered in some sense ›elect‹ as well: destined to receive the gospel and share with the Angli in God's favour. It is interesting in this connection to note Torthelm's description of Boniface's prospective converts in Saxony as »our people« (gens nostra). 82 By stretching ethnic boundaries to include the continental peoples to whom they are linked by common ancestry and erstwhile homeland, those Anglo-Saxons who were favourably disposed towards continental missions could make a case for the inclusion of the pagans of Germania among God's elect.
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A sense of collective calling as a people does not, therefore, emerge as a factor that drove Anglo-Saxons like Willibrord and Boniface to undertake missions to the continent. One might argue, however, that there is a sense in which the belief that the Angli were spiritually superior to other peoples was a necessary premise on which missionary work could be based. As I argue above, the missionaries do demonstrate such a sense of superiority and seem to envision an exemplary role for the English church. However, there is no suggestion that failure to engage in mission would lead to the withdrawal of divine favour from the Angli in the same way that (ongoing and publicly sanctioned) immorality would. Mission was therefore not part and parcel of the special status of the English, even though perhaps some of the missionaries were inspired by a belief that if the Angli were a chosen people, then so must be their continental cousins, and therefore destined to embrace the faith.
Concluding Remarks
The evidence for a belief in a divine election of the Angli is often indirect and open to multiple interpretations. However, the suggestion that the Anglo-Saxon missionaries held such a belief holds significant explanatory power. It provides a mechanism through which we can understand not only specific references to divine favour and retribution, but also the consistent favouring of English persons and practices over continental ones. Although this belief remained unarticulated, and indeed may have been largely unconsciously held, it nevertheless appears to have been very real in its practical outworking. Missionaries from the circles of Willibrord and Boniface treated the Angli as a divinely favoured people, even if they did not always speak of them as such. The themes of national pride and shame, and indeed references to any sense of ethnic identity as expressed through bonds of kinship and homeland, are most clearly present in texts written for English audiences. This holds true both for the texts produced by the missionaries themselves, and for later commemorative texts. In his poem intended for a Northumbrian audience, Alcuin stressed the ethnicity of the missionaries, but in his Life of Willibrord, written for the community at Echternach, he focused on the family connections of the saint and the place of his missionary work in Christian, rather than in a national history. 84 Cuthbert, writing to his compatriot Lull, made Boniface the patron of the Angli; Willibald's Life of Boniface, aimed at a wide readership across western Europe, foregrounds the connections with Rome, with the Frankish establishment, and with Mainz.
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The diversity of lenses through which the missions could be viewed serves as a reminder that the missionaries were embedded in many social groups, of which the ethnic group known as the Angli was only one. As they came to be venerated as saints and martyrs, many attempts 
